The Eternauta as Icon in Argentina
When speaking of Héctor Germán Oesterheld and his Eternautas series of comics, we are speaking of multiple and interlocking levels of icons. Oesterheld first began the historieta [comic] about the time-traveling Juan Salvo, known as the "Eternauta," in the late 1950s, later revisiting it in the 1960s and 1970s. In the three Eternauta narratives in question, 1 a group of intrepid technologically savvy individuals struggle against a deadly phosphorescent snowfall and a series of alien species only to have the news of their local victory obliterated by nuclear devastation and alien treachery. Attempts to avoid this near-future reality for Buenos Aires and/or the reconstruction of the city occupy the later installments of the series. This chapterwill examine the evolution of Oesterheld's use of science fiction (SF) icons within the Eternauta narratives over three decades in order to discuss the cultural assumptions underlying the sf genre, Argentine attitudes toward technology, sf and political strife, and national and global power dynamics.
Throughout the saga Oesterheld makes original use of classic SF icons, particularly those of the wasteland and the alien, with nods to the city and the robot. In Gary K. Wolfe's landmark 1979 study, The Known and the Unknown: The Iconography of Science Fiction, he identifies and analyzes these icons, calling SF "a vast and complex body of fiction that nevertheless often rests upon the assumption of reader familiarity with the fundamental icons of the genre" (xiv). Latin Americanists and others who work with science fiction written in the periphery have since demonstrated that when SF icons are deployed away from their Northern centers of origin, they have a tendency to change or mutate as they are adapted to their environment, adding depth and alternative viewpoints and thus, in the process, transform the science-fiction continuum. 2 To illustrate this, we will explore the iconic status of the character of the Eternauta himself, whose story constitutes such a powerful symbol that it still resonates in mainstream
Argentine culture beyond the confines of the sf and adventure communities from which it originated. Further, we will consider both the SF icons within the Eternautas and the icon of the Eternauta in light of political struggles and what can be described as the posthumous iconization of Oesterheld himself.
Héctor Germán Oesterheld (1919 Oesterheld ( -1978 , originally trained as a geologist, became a pivotal figure in both Argentine SF and Argentine comics at the dawn of the "Golden Age" of each in the late 1950s. He formed an integral part of the seminal SF magazine
Más Allá [Beyond] (1953 [Beyond] ( -1957 , and his founding of the magazines Hora Cero [Zero Hour] and Frontera [Frontier] , for which he was also the principal guionista [writer for
comic books], is largely credited with bringing Argentine comics into their own (Trillo and Saccomanno 96) . The first Eternauta (Et-57), drawn by Francisco Solano López , was an immediate popular and subsequent critical success. I have written about Et-57 and the era out of which it emerged at greater length in the article "Más Allá, El Eternauta, and the Dawn of the Golden Age of Latin American Science Fiction (1953) (1954) (1955) (1956) (1957) (1958) (1959) ." For our present purposes, suffice it to say that, though Oesterheld was not blind to the potential negative consequences of nuclear power (see Nicholls 891) , the Eternauta of the 1950s was largely the product of the optimism of the early days of the space age when the universe was the limit and appeared to be open to all. With Et-57, Oesterheld and Solano López produced a homegrown group of heroes and made Argentina into an "adventurable" setting (Sasturain, . At the same time, the first Eternauta has universal as well as local appeal with its battle of good versus evil, the memorable resourcefulness of its characters, the multifaceted horrors of its alien creatures, and, most particularly, for its debunking of stereotypes-both actual and science fictional-in its staunch refusal to settle for simplistic conceptions of our world or what lies beyond. Et-57 had an estimated distribution of 180,000 issues a week during its two-year run in Hora Cero, and the bibliographies in both this essay and my Más Allá article are indicative of the extensive commentary (primarily in Spanish) generated by the
Eternautas.
To illustrate iconicity of the Et-57 series, we note that we have group heroes who are Argentines, but, more importantly, they are members of the human race. They try to unite with other groups in the fight of humanity versus the aliens invading the Earth.
When they are recruited by surviving members of a military battalion, Juan Salvo and his friends join willingly, viewing the army as the only hope for an organized resistance.
They battle a series of alien races: the insectlike cascarudos, giant gurbos, and the "manos" ["hands"] who give orders to the other two species as well as to humans who have been captured and turned into "hombres-robot" [robot-men] . When the SF icon of the monster is incarnated in beings such as these aliens, Wolfe tells us, "the unknown becomes an iconic 'Thou' rather than an abstract formulation" (Known 186). Oesterheld plays with reader assumptions about the icon of the alien. He first allows the reader to prejudge the series of monstrous aliens as other, as enemy, as unknown, by using them to threaten his characters with physical and mental domination. together of these meanings (the said and plural unsaid) with a critical edge created by a difference of context," resulting in a triple-voiced, simultaneity of meanings (19, (58) (59) (60) (61) (62) (63) . 5 In the case of the Eternauta series, the "ironic" meaning reflects the "iconic" meaning.
While the functioning of irony is most directly applicable to the Et-57 and Et-69 texts because the latter is a rewriting of the earlier story, the ultimate or iconic significance of the Eternauta includes a constant oscillation among a larger group of "unsaid" contexts. Although in both versions of the comic the episode is three pages long, in the 1957 edition each page contains an average of 7-9 frames, while in the 1969 version, [3] [4] [5] frames are more typical. From the first creak of the chair to the Eternauta's first line occupies 13 frames in the earlier version and only 6 in the later, as if using a shorthand referencing the earlier work. Varying publication venues and formats aside, there is also significantly more text in Et-57, though there is also more silence. When the Eternauta appears in Et-57, all four frames that trace his materialization in the chair offer a worldweary Juan Salvo with his distinctive light-colored hair dressed in vaguely futuristic garb.
In 1969, it only takes the Eternauta two frames to materialize, and despite the changes in his features wrought by Breccia's pen, Juan Salvo looks much as he did ten years before.
In the first of the two frames, however, the semi-materialized Eternauta is wearing his isolation suit, a clear evocation of the best-known image of the Eternauta figure and a tacit acknowledgment-or claim-of its iconicity. Yet where in 1957 Juan Salvo uses a diving mask in the construction of his isolation suit, in 1969, in ironic differentiation, he wears the more sinister WWI gas mask, and when the suit disappears somewhere in the gutter between the two frames, the reader is left with the idea that there is something is amiss or slightly off center.
In this first episode, the reader can already sense that Et-69 will be darker than Et-57 in worldview as well as in palette. Oesterheld explicitly identifies this darker worldview as his own in Et-69, as the tale becomes increasingly autobiographical. In Et-57 the narratee significantly but simply shares the same profession as Oesterheld, but in the novelized episodes from 1962 to 1963 (Et-62), the guionista mentions "hijitas" [little daughters] sleeping in the next room, a likely allusion to Oesterheld's own four small daughters (8) . In 1969 the guionista is drawn in the likeness of Oesterheld himself, though he is never named. 7 Breccia also draws the guionista in a distinctly Oesterheldian textual context, since a signed drawing of Mort Cinder, an Oesterheld-Breccia character (1962 -1964 , is hanging on the wall of his studio (figure 9.2b). In the same frame,
Oesterheld's text also supports this closer identification of writer and character, as the text box contains a summary of Oesterheld's own oeuvre: "I'm writing the same thing as always, a comics script. An adventure in the South Pacific, treasures found and lost among algae and coral and tough guys, and a friendship to the end, and a girl with eyes the color of forever" (83). By the end of this first episode the reader is clearly meant to understand that this story is not "the same thing as always," but rather a different one from the adventure tales of the guionista's past-it is told to him by an eyewitness, and it is real, urgent and serious.
Hutcheon's reflections on the triple-voiced simultaneity of meanings come into play here as the autobiography, political context and intertextuality work together throughout the text. As the frame story of the two versions of the Eternauta make their transition to the main story, it becomes apparent that Oesterheld was writing Et-69 with a copy of Et-57 in front of him. At the transitional moment depicted in figures 9.3a and 9.3b, the Eternauta tries to convince the guionista to allow him to stay and rest for a while from his journeying by promising to tell him his story. Oesterheld revisits the same exchange, but he keeps so much of the wording that the changes that he makes come across as all the more deliberate, setting up ironic resonances for the reader familiar with
Et-57. In contrast to the text of Et-57, not only is the text in Et-69 somewhat abbreviated, it is more telegraphic in style, a pattern that continues throughout the work. The Et-69
gives the impression of containing gaps through which Et-57 echoes. Because of his spare rhetoric, the Juan Salvo of Et-69 comes across as a more abrupt, even aggressive character than in Et-57. He is a somewhat less sympathetic hero overall, foreshadowing the metamorphosis of the character in Et-76. The switch from using the "tú" form to the more distinctly Argentine "vos" form likely reflects changing linguistic customs in Argentina, though it may also represent a desire on the part of Oesterheld for a greater degree of connection with people, especially young people (Chinelli) . Finally, perhaps the most notable change from 1957 to 1969 in this transitional passage is the extension of the guionista's pity from the Eternauta ("pity for him") to himself and to us ("for him, for me, for you, reader"). This short addition hints at the ultimately darker message of the Et-69, as if to foreshadow the deteriorating political situation, or at least a sense of foreboding about Argentina's political future.
The majority of Et-57 and Et-69 consist of Juan Salvo's story of the alien invasion that he has lived through. In the final episode of both versions we return to the frame story of the Eternauta and guionista and discover that this invasion will take place in the near future. The historieta readers hold in their hands is the guionista's recounting of the Eternauta's tale in an attempt to prevent or at least mitigate the apocalyptic future described by him. By including himself and the reader as objects worthy of pity at the outset, the guionista furthers his efforts to impress the importance and immediacy of his tale upon readers. But at the same time, with the extended pity expressed at the moment of transition into the Eternauta's account, he also holds out less hope that his warning can make a difference, change fate and help avoid catastrophe.
The First Eternauta(s) in City and Wasteland: The Group Hero and Technology
Both Et-57 and Et-69 share the same general definition of hero and the same setting for heroism. With El Eternauta Oesterheld famously brought to fruition his concept of the group hero, as opposed to the individual superhero of Northern comic book renown. Although the Eternauta is the only member to survive to tell the tale, Juan
Salvo had survived as part of a group during the invasion of Buenos Aires. The group consisted of everyday people: some friends and neighbors and the few other survivors of the initial deadly snowfall. The one defining characteristic of the members of Salvo's group is the tendency to be tech savvy. Juan Salvo is the owner of a small transformer factory (Et-57) or of a television factory (Et-69). His friends Favalli and Lucas are a physics professor and a banker, respectively, and both have electronics as a hobby.
Polsky, the fourth friend, is retired, and uses Salvo's home workshop to make violins.
With a high value placed on technical knowledge, Polsky, not surprisingly, does not last past the fourth and third episodes . The surviving members are later joined by Franco, a factory worker, and avid reader of SF, the preferred genre of the techie. It should be noted that Salvo himself only occasionally plays a leadership role within the group and that Favalli, the scientist, is most often the voice of authority. There is also a significant political shift in Et-69, when Franco, as a representative of the working class, is increasingly the one to initiate action. 8 Thus, when it comes to constructing an isolation suit to venture out into the wasteland that Buenos Aires has become in order to acquire provisions and arms, those with knowledge of technology prove most able to build reliable suits and use the weapons effectively, and only they possess the initiative and imagination to understand events and act accordingly.
It could be said that Et-57 and Et-69 maintain a positive view of technology, since those familiar with it are best able to resist the alien invasion and the ensuing disaster. In this sense, technology is not blamed for converting the city into a nuclear wasteland, rather, it offers the characters power and a sense of self-determination. For Wolfe, the city icon often represents a center of political oppression and social conformity, and disaster narratives transform it into "an environment as unremittingly hostile as the environments our ancestors faced, an environment that is in most ways the polar opposite of the city" (Wolfe, Known 147 Although the group hero and the city of Buenos Aires as a wasteland are common to both Et-57 and Et-69, the later text makes significant moves toward greater isolation of the Argentine capital. Oesterheld adapts the parameters of hero and villain, "us" and "them," in accordance with his own changing sociopolitical landscape. 10 In Et-57, Salvo's small group feels connected to and representative of the larger group of humanity, acting on a world stage. In Et-69, our heroes are no longer portrayed as a planetary species but are now members of the larger national group of Argentines and of the geographical bloc of Latin America. Et-69 also marks the beginning of a trajectory that will culminate in Et-76 of increasing specificity with regard to the enemy.
In the original Et-57, when military forces ultimately prove ineffectual against the alien and robot minions of los Ellos, 11 the remaining members of our group hero go on alone to gain intelligence on the enemy and eventually destroy the local command post of los Ellos by using "reason and scientific ingenuity" (Wolfe, Known 200) . 12 An unfortunate side effect of this victory is that, now that the alien defenses for the region have been eliminated, nuclear warheads launched against the invaders by the Northern superpowers are able to reach the ground, and Buenos Aires becomes a nuclear wasteland (see figures 9.4a and 9.4b for cause and effect images from Et-57 and Et-76). Salvo, Favalli, Franco, and Salvo's family escape with a few others, and they attempt to get their information on enemy weaknesses and their own successful tactics-an Argentine contribution to the global effort of humanity versus los Ellos-to the technologically superior North (Et-57).
The group fails to get far from Buenos Aires, falls into an alien trap, and all become robot-men except for the Salvo family, who attempt to escape in an alien vehicle. Yet because he is unable to operate the alien technology properly, Salvo presses a button that sends him to another space-time continuum, separating him from his wife and daughter.
In this new place, called "Continum [sic] 4," he learns from an old mano of the higher solidarity of all "good" species such as their own who must continue to resist the evil that is los Ellos. Salvo becomes the Eternauta, a man condemned to search throughout space and time for his lost family.
The First Eternauta(s) and the Eternauta Novel: Local and Global Politics
Comparisons of Et-69 and Et-57 invariably characterize the later text somewhere between the poles of "more politically engaged" and "propagandistic." International politics play as overt a role as galactic power dynamics in Et-69, making this version of the first Eternauta text less universal in both senses of the word. Although the alien invaders remain the principal "Them" to the protagonists' "Us," the role of the Northern nations changes drastically from that of Latin American ally ("Us") in Et-57 and also Et-62 to that of betrayer of Latin America ("Them") in Et-69. This change reflects
Oesterheld's political radicalization and his increasing perception of the relative isolation of Latin America, that is, of the inability of nations of the periphery to have an impact on global policies being set by the nations of the center. 13 Oesterheld establishes Argentina's relationship(s) with the North early on in Et-57 and Et-69 in a set of parallel radio broadcasts.
In episode five of Et-57, Salvo and company manage to tune in to a radio broadcast from the BBC (figure 9.5a), and they hear that the United States has been trying to establish contact with South America since the start of the deadly snowfall to no avail, and that French scientists have affirmed that the snowfall is not related to nuclear testing. This broadcast serves to establish a sense of a global community, of a planet-wide disaster, and of Northern efforts to come to the aid of an apparently harder-hit Southern hemisphere. Later, once the group discovers that the snowfall was the opening salvo of an alien invasion, Northern intercontinental nuclear weapons are seen as a great hope. The complete absence of even a hint of blame at the nuclear bombing of Buenos Aires is perhaps the most telling evidence of the representation of a cooperative North-South relationship in Et-57. there are four years until the invasion; in the less certain times of Et-69 those four years have shrunk to two. In both versions Salvo returns home to his family, forgetting everything that has happened/will happen/might happen to him. The historietas end with the guionista expressing his hope to avert tragedy by publishing the Eternauta's story as a cautionary tale for humanity (Et-57) or for Latin Americans (Et-69)-though, as we have seen in the opening frame, there is less hope that this will be possible in the darker narrative of 1969.
A few years later in

The Second Eternauta
In 1975 [1976] [1977] [1978] [1979] [1980] [1981] [1982] [1983] , that he wrote the majority of Et-76 while in hiding from government forces. The second half of Et-76 was published using the backlog of Oesterheld's scripts after he had been captured by the military. In this historieta Oesterheld focused on transmitting a more specific, localized message, putting his iconic character's status to political use.
Characterizations of Et-76 tend toward the "propagandistic" end of the spectrum.
While Oesterheld used the iconic status of his character and his narrative for what he clearly perceived to be a higher purpose, this came at both a high personal and artistic cost. In the case of the latter, the critic and guionista Juan Sasturain has written that "El crecimiento de la conciencia del instrumento que manejaba y la necesidad de formular explícitamente una PROPUESTA debilitaron a El Eternauta II, en el cual ya es imposible ese fenómeno de identificación con los protagonistas que suscitaba la primera parte"
[ [Oesterheld's] growing consciousness of the instrument that he wielded and his necessity to explicitly formulate a PROPOSAL weakened El Eternauta II , in which the phenomenon of identification with the protagonists of the first part is no longer possible] ("El Eternauta no tiene" 192). The icon of the Eternauta manages to survive the narrative narrowing and lack of identification that take place in Et-76. In retrospect, once the life of Oesterheld himself becomes incorporated into the icon, the Et-76 regains something of the nuance and humanity of the earlier Eternautas.
When a character or story becomes iconic, it is larger than its original self and its creator(s) and attains a life of its own, since, in the words of Gary K. There is a high price to pay for pressing the Eternauta into the service of a political cause. In addition to a widely acknowledged decline in the quality of the writing itself, this price can be seen most in the changes in the characterization of heroes and villains, good and evil, and in the more obvious delineation between them. Among the most oft-cited contributions of the Eternauta series to Argentine SF are the creation of an Argentine collective or group hero, with its attendant value of solidarity, characters who
are Argentine yet universal, and situations representing the complexities of the shades of gray between "Us" and "Them," that question the very dichotomy itself.
In there Oesterheld's own political radicalization.
9. The positive representation of the city in the Eternautas is in keeping with the historical Latin American identification of the city with "civilizing" influences. This association also frequently applies to futuristic Latin American cities; Ginway has characterized the icon of the city in Brazilian science fiction as "an oasis of civilization which nurtures order and cultural identity" (77).
10. See Sasturain, "El Eternauta no tiene" 188. (1953) ." I judge it highly likely that Wells's novel and/or this film were inspirations for
